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How to Milk a Cow by Hand

PaulH . .Johnson

N TODAY'S URBAN SOCIE1Y,
many people are completely
out of touch with agriculture. Those
unfamiliar with dairy farming may
not even realize that milk does not
originate in grocery stores. But
Americans haven't always been this
ignorant about milking cows.
Although today's modern dairy
farmer uses automatic milking
machines to milk his cows, as
recently as fifty years ago all milking
was done by hand. At that time many

I

more people were involved with
agriculture, and those who weren't
often had a family milk cow. It wasn't
unusual to have the experience of
milking a cow by hand. Today,
however, very few have this skill. So,
in order to restore contact with a
world many have never known, this
paper will explain the process of
milking a cow by hand.
Although it is possible to milk a
cooperative cow out in an open field
using only a bucket, basic milking
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Fig. 1, Milking booth
Paul H . .Johnson is a senior majoring in business management and
minoring in English and .Japanese. He grew up on a farm in Idaho
Falls, Idaho, where he still lives. He believes in the old maxim, "Yo u
can take the boy off the farm , but you can't take the farm out of the
boy ."
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Fig. 2. Washing equipment

hot water

washing bucket

equipment makes the task easier.
Standard equipment includes a barn
with a milking booth, a supply of
rolled oats, a washing bucket, a

about one-half gallon of oats per
cow per milking.
Washing equipment consists of
the washing bucket, the washcloth,

a set of hobbles
hobbles on a cow

Fig. 3. Hobbles
washcloth, hot water, a set of
and hot water (fig. 2). The washing
hobbles, a milk bucket, and a stool. A bucket should be a leakproof,
cap, a short rope, and a radio are
one-gallon bucket, and any old
optional.
washcloth will do . One-half gallon of
A milking booth is a stall for a cow
hot water will usually get a cow clean
to stand in while being milked. It
enough for milking.
should have a stanchion in which to
Hobbles are leg restraints. A set
lock the cow's head, a trough for
consists of two horseshoe-shaped
feeding the cow grain, and a
clamps and a connecting chain. Each
drainage gutter which channels
clamp is made by taking a piece of
cattle waste products outside the
one-quarter inch thick steel, two
barn (fig. 1). Rolled oats are oats that
inches wide and six inches long, and
have been crushed and flattened to
bending it in the center until the two
make them more palatable. Use
ends are about one and one-half
82
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value and condition.
The first steps in the milking
process are preparatory. Fill the
milk bucket with one-half gallon of
hot water and tote it out to the barn.
Set the milking booth stanchion in
the open position. Place one-half
gallon of rolled oats in the trough in
front of the stanchion. ( Oats not only
serve as bait to get the cow into the
barn, but they also pacify the cow
during milking and increase her
milk production.
Let the cow into the barn. With a
little prodding, she will come in and
stick her head through the stanchion
to eat the grain. Immediately, close
the stanchion, locking her in. If she
is not locked in right away, she will
quickly eat her grain and then rudely
leave before you can completely
milk her.

inches apart. The chain slides
through a slit in the rounded part of
each clamp, linking the clamps
together. The clamps fit over the
tendons of the cow's back legs; the
chain goes on the inside of the legs.
Pull the chain tight so there is no
slack between the two clamps. This
brings the cow's legs close together,
restricting her movement (fig. 3).
The milk bucket should hold
about three gallons and be made of
nicely polished metal; it should be
clean (fig. 4). A stool about fifteen
inches high is needed to sit on. A
smooth finish on the seat is a must
(fig. 5).
A cap, such as a baseball cap, isn't
completely necessary for quality
milking, but it does keep your hair
clean. A short rope about two feet
long can be used to control the

--Fig. 4. Clean
cow's tail, and an AM/ FM radio
makes milking more pleasant (fig.
6). It is convenient to keep the oats,
washing bucket, washcloth, hobbles,
rope, and stool in the barn; the milk
bucket should be kept in the house.
The cap and radio may be kept in
either place, depending on their

milk bucket
Next, put the hobbles on the cow.
Cows kick, so put the hobbles on
carefully. Adjust the chain on the
hobbles so that the cow's legs are as
close together as possible. The
hobbles keep the cow from kicking
and from putting her feet into the
milk bucket.
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the milk bucket while you are
milking. Keep the water in the
washing bucket, and set it aside for
future use.

Cows often swat flies with their
tails while being milked. A wise
milker avoids being struck by the
cow's tail (which is usually unclean)

short rope

Fig. 5. Milking stool
radio

cap

Fig . 6. Optional equipment
by tying it down. Tie one end of a
short rope to the tail and the other
end to the chain on the hobbles (fig.7).
Now, pour the hot water from the
milk bucket into the washing bucket.
Cows lounge around in their corrals
and often get quite dirty. Wash any
big chunks of straw or dirt off the
sides and back of the cow. Then sit
down on the stool and wash off the
cow's udder and teats. If the cow is
not washed carefully, unappetizing
bits of dirt and straw might fall into
84

After these preliminary steps, you
are ready to begin milking the cow.
The cow's udder is separated into
quarters-two front quarters and
two hind quarters (fig. 8). The two
front quarters usually contain the
most milk, so it's a good idea to
begin milking them first. Sit on the
stool, facing the cow, and hold the
milk bucket between your legs by
clamping them against the sides of
the bucket. (This frees your hands
for milking.) Place your head in the
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short rope

Fig. 7. Tying down the tail
indentation between the thigh of the slightly; try to establish a steady
cow's hind leg and her stomach. This milking rhythm. Be careful to point
is another measure to keep the cow
the tips of the teats into the bucket
from kicking. (This is also where the
when squeezing them. With
baseball cap comes in handy.) Reach
practice, you will be able to force a
under the cow and grasp the far teat long, wide stream of milk out with
with the hand nearest the cow's
every squeeze.
stomach; grasp the near teat with the
A teat is "milked out" when
hand nearest the cow's hind legs.
"stripping" it fails to force out
This is milking position (fig. 9).
additional milk. To "strip," pinch the
Wrap the four fingers around the
base of the teat between the thumb
teat; the thumb is bent so it is
and index finger and, applying
pointing down and is tucked
steady pressure, pull the two fingers
between the teat and the fingers. The down the length of the teat to the tip
hand should be placed near the
(fig. 11). The milking job is finished
base, not at the tip , of the teat to get
when all four quarters are milked
the best squeezing leverage (fig. 10). out. Always make sure all four are
Alternate hands, and squeeze the
completely milked out, even if all
teats while pulling down on them
the milk will not be used. Failing to

front quarters

Fig . 8. Cow's udder
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milk the cow completely causes the
cow discomfort and results in
decreased milk production.
During the milking process be
aware that the cow does not always
enjoy being milked. After eating her
grain, she will often get fidgety. She
will demonstrate her discomfort by
swatting with her tail, kicking with

Although an AM/FM radio is a
luxury piece of milking equipment,
it is a worthwhile one. The radio
entertains the milker and helps him
to establish a good milking rhythm.
It also soothes the cow and may even
help her give more milk. It is
rumored that cows prefer country
western music over any other type.

Fig . 9. Milking position
her feet, and relieving herself in the
drainage gutter. If the cow becomes
unruly, stop milking, stand up, and
calm her down before continuing
the milking process. Reassuring
language and gentle pats on the back
usually calm a cow, but sometimes
stronger measures need to be taken.
Always guard the milk to prevent
contaminants from falling into it.

Upon finishing the milking, check
the cow to see if she has cuts or
scrapes on her teats; if she does, put
salve on them. Then take the
hobbles off the cow, unlock the
stanchion and let her out of the barn.
Clean up any mess she leaves behind
her by rinsing the gutter out with the
set-aside wash water. Return to the
house with the raw milk. Wasn't that fun?

Fig. 10. Hand position

Fig. 11. Stripping
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